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“Sunshine Statements: Curatorial and Historiographical
Perspectives of Oral History in the Sun Belt”
James Anthony Schnur, M.A., M.A.L.S.
Associate University Librarian sity of South Florida St. Petersburg
Remarks delivered in the panel,
“Varsity Voices: Problems and Prospects of Oral History in Academe”
2013 Southwest Oral History Association Conference, 6 April 2013
University of Nevada, Las Vegas
[SCHNUR TITLE PANEL] In Susan Donoff’s presentation, we learned how a doctoral candidate navigated
the challenges of completing her dissertation using oral history interviews of those in the academy.
Alexandra Curran and Kimberly Nordon, two of my former students in the University of South Florida’s
School of Information, described their efforts within USF’s Special and Digital Collections Department to
perform a variety of tasks with oral histories at that institution. My presentation takes a broader view of
oral history collections at institutions of higher learning and other cultural heritage institutions in the
Sun Belt by considering both the practical matters relating to how libraries and archives curate these
materials, as well as some broader theoretical perspectives those of us in the Sun Belt should consider
as we embark on oral history programs or solicit interviews from outside parties.
In crafting my remarks, I wear a variety of hats. I have been worked as a librarian in various capacities
for more than fifteen years, more than eleven of those as a special collections librarian at the University
of South Florida St. Petersburg, an institution separately accredited under the Southern Association of
Colleges and Schools as part of the USF System. I am the only employee in the Nelson Poynter
Memorial Library’s Special Collections and University Archives, an area of the library with local and
regional history collections and nearly approximately 700 interviews in the Oral History of Modern
America Collection. In addition, I teach a graduate‐level archives class and have served as an adjunct
instructor of United States and Florida history since 1996 that has included oral history assignments as
part of my course requirements. I also have served as the president of the Pinellas County Historical
Society and have played a role in developing local history interviews for non‐academic audiences.
Finally, as a longtime student of history, I have used oral histories in my research on many projects
related to the Sun Belt. During my first substantial oral history interview more than twenty years ago, In
1989, I interviewed LeRoy Collins, governor of Florida between 1955 and 1961 and arguably the best
governor in Florida history. It was during that interview that I looked down at my tape forty minutes into
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the interview, remembered I had a sixty‐minute tape in the recorder, remembered math was not my
strongest subject, and, oh well . . .
Definitions vary regarding the actual terrain that comprises the Sun Belt. For example, earlier
geographical boundaries of the Sun Belt often left out all of Alabama, Mississippi, and Louisiana, or at
least all of those areas away from the immediate Gulf Coast, as well as sometimes overlooking parts of
western Texas and New Mexico, because transplants had not yet migrated there in the early and mid‐
1980s in noticeable numbers. Since then, most cultural geographers would see the belt beginning in
southern California, certainly including Las Vegas and much of southern Nevada, Arizona, and New
Mexico, maybe a portion of southwestern or southern Utah around the Dixie National Forest, then
eastward from Texas to either South Carolina or the southern area of North Carolina. This is a region
that has witnessed major demographic changes as retirees and older Americans arrived in search of a
moderate climate, individuals and their families—legal and illegal—sought new economic opportunities,
and many of these newcomers packed their sense of regional identity and the sentimental location of
what they called ‘home’ along with the Cubs caps they brought from Chicago to Phoenix, or the Red Sox
and Yankees caps they continue to wear now that they live along the west coast of Florida.
Although Americans have enjoyed great mobility since the mass production of the automobile and the
advent of the Good Roads Movement a century ago, the demographic changes in the Sun Belt remain
more profound than those in other areas. According to the 2011 American Community Survey estimates
of the United States Census, 58.9% of natives within the United States lived in the state of their birth.
While some may have left at some point and later returned, they did return or they lived there
continuously. Using Florida as an example, in the 1980 census, 31.2 percent of the population was native
born. In 1990, the number dipped to 30.5 percent. Even though more than 1.5 million native‐born
Floridians entered the world between 1990 and 1997, the number of non‐natives living in Florida has
remained high. In the 2011 American Community Survey, even though generations of transplants had
started families, only 35.5 percent of Florida’s residents were of native extraction. By comparison, in
neighboring Alabama, 70.3 percent were natives. This number seems and thus seems to contradict the
argument that things have changed, yet they have; the native born population was closer to ninety
percent in the midcentury. In New Mexico, 52.2 percent of residents were natives in 2011, while in
neighboring Arizona, the percentage was similar to Florida at 38.4. Nevada, another state known for its
transplant population, has an estimated 25.3 percent native born in 2011. Of course, further
subdivisions of this data at the county level will show that, generally speaking, urban counties in many
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states have a larger non‐native population. Clark County and Las Vegas, a popular destination, certainly
have fewer native born than Elko or White Pine counties in northeastern and east central Nevada.
So, what does all this mean? In developing oral histories in places such as Las Vegas, Miami, Atlanta, San
Diego, and Scottsdale, Arizona, one needs to be aware that the shared sense of community over a
longer period of time will be dramatically different than in Lovelock (NV), Safford (AZ), Macon (GA), or
Scottsboro (AL). But, even within the Sun Belt, there are going to be variations. Just as nearby
Henderson’s population soared to over 250,000 from fewer than 4,000 in 1950, smaller cities such as
Naples and Fort Myers in Florida have experienced a surge in newcomers from elsewhere. Newcomers
have also changed the portrait of traditionally rural areas in some parts of the American South. Thirty
years ago, Atlantans and Florida ex‐pats started to flee from urban surroundings and retire to places
such as northern Georgia, western North Carolina, and eastern Tennessee when acreage in the southern
Appalachians could be had for under $3000 an acre. Today, with land prices in these areas escalating,
northeastern Alabama and central Tennessee have become the hot areas, and people with Boston or
New England accents or Florida Gators bumper stickers try to seek peaceful coexistence with their
neighbors who fly Alabama and Auburn flags in their front yards.
In recording the oral histories of these areas experiencing such incredible demographic transitions, oral
historians must play a delicate balancing act that preserves earlier folkways and traditions while also
documenting the arrival of the transplants. Why did they move there? What were their initial
impressions? How do they fit in or, if appropriate, why do they stick to themselves? How has their
presence changed the landscape?
Libraries and archives must also try to collect associated resources about the transplants. Oral history
initiatives must respect the oftentimes delicate sensitivities of the transplant populations, especially if
they are from different cultures. For example, since the mid‐1970s, certain areas of the Sun Belt have
experienced waves of immigrants from Southeast Asia, most notably Vietnam, since the fall of South
Vietnam in 1975. Many areas in greater Los Angeles, Spring Mountain Road here in Vegas,
southwestern Houston, coastal fishing parishes in Louisiana, Buford Highway in Atlanta, Colonial Drive in
Orlando, and parts of the Meadowlawn area of St. Petersburg have experienced substantial Vietnamese
immigrant communities. While we should collect native language publications, such as this Las Vegas
newspaper [HOLDS PUBLICATION], rich with advertisements and information not found in larger
newspapers and other sources, as the transition from Mekong to Meadowlawn takes place, we must
also remember that having a speaker fluent in the native language may not be enough when
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interviewing older family members or those with limited English language proficiency. Similar to the
United States, where different regions still have different accents, there are distinct accents in northern,
central, and southern Vietnam, and to have someone with a Hanoi accent interviewing an older person
from South Vietnam who spent time in a re‐education camp after the fall of Saigon may be a recipe for
disaster.
In developing oral histories for Hispanic communities in the Sun Belt, similar considerations exist.
Miami‐Dade County, formerly Dade County in southeastern Florida, had a Hispanic population of less
than five percent sixty‐five years ago. Today, the Hispanic population is in the majority, with cities such
as Hialeah having more than ninety percent Hispanic population. But in Miami, we cannot assume that
all Latinos are Cuban; likewise, in Los Angeles or Las Vegas, not all Hispanics are Mexican. Other
immigrant groups, such as Hondurans, Nicaraguans, and Columbians may share the same ancestral
linguistic roots from the days of Spanish empire, but they have also developed local vernacular that may
make for an awkward interview if slang or local terminologies enter the conversation. Using Miami again
as an example, we must consider something else: As the Cuban and other Hispanic migrants came,
another minority that had long been regarded as second‐class citizens during the days of Jim Crow faced
new challenges.
Developing oral history initiatives with African Americans may require additional efforts to build trust,
especially if the programs are headquartered at institutions that once denied blacks admission during an
earlier era. For example, during the federal New Deal in the 1930s, folklorists and ethnographers
collected a fascinating array of oral histories older folks at the time who were born before the abolition
of slavery. Known as the “Florida Slave Narratives,” these interviews collected by Zora Neale Hurston
and Stetson Kennedy open an important door to our past through the voices they collected. [TWO
ADDITIONAL SLIDES]
Similar to my earlier statement about collecting materials in the Vietnamese community, those of us
who teach history or serve as curators must realize that traditional sources for historical research may
not be as helpful as expected in complementing oral history interviews or guiding students in their
preparation of questions. For example, many newspapers in the South excluded news of African
Americans from the larger community unless the news involved a crime or otherwise played on
stereotypes. Some papers, such as the former St. Petersburg Times (now Tampa Bay Times), did run a
so‐called “Negro News Page” by the 1940s that remained until the mid‐1960s, but it only circulated in
segregated communities and few whites outside of the newspaper even knew it existed. While
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microfilm copies of these pages may be helpful, scholars may also have to seek out materials in the local
columns for various Southern cities that appeared in other newspapers, such as the Pittsburgh Courier,
Chicago Defender, Atlanta Daily World, and Baltimore Afro‐American. Building trust takes time, and is
often a delicate dance. I know this firsthand, having worked with the family that owns a local newspaper
to secure a substantial donation of photographs and most complete holdings of St. Petersburg’s African
American newspaper, The Weekly Challenger, based upon my longstanding efforts to build bridges
between my institution and the local African American community.
Even when you get interviews in your archive, one question we must consider in areas of the Sun Belt is
how to handle controversial interviews related to race. What is our responsibility to provide some sense
of context regarding an interview that has racially charged moments, such as when a member of the
Manucy family boasted to an interviewer of the University of Florida’s oral history program [TWO
SLIDES], years ago about his efforts to get other Klansmen to frustrate Dr. Martin Luther King during a
visit to Saint Augustine in 1964 that attracted national media attention after the passage of the Civil
Rights Act? Most archives have at least a few interviews that pose problems because the voice that is
preserved, though valuable to the historical record, is important because it represents a contrarian view
rather than a majority or prevailing view. My best example is a series of interviews and commentary by
Norman Jones Sr. [TWO SLIDES]. A champion of Booker T. Washington, the only black Republican
delegate in the South who advocated that George Wallace, Alabama’s segregationist governor, would be
the best president of the United States, Jones regularly referred to Martin Luther King as a
“troublemaker” and much more colorful terms I will spare you from hearing. His most controversial
comment, among many others that are alarming, was when he referred to slavery, and I directly quote,
“a 250 year on‐the‐job training program.” Now, as a librarian, if an eighteen year‐old freshman comes to
my archive and wants to hear one of Norman’s tapes, what is my role to provide appropriate context so
that the student does not believe this was a commonly held view among African American men in the
early 1970s?
One last challenge I would like to mention before offering some curatorial comments. Certain areas of
the Sun Belt, most notably Las Vegas and Florida, have had a history where sometimes the lines of
fiction and non‐fiction seem to blur. We all know that “What Happens in Vegas Stays in Vegas,” as the
slogan goes, but in the 1980s Florida had a similar and popular marketing campaign with the slogan,
“Florida: The Rules are Different Here.” In places where dreamscapes and reality sometimes get lost in
the fog, whether it is California dreaming in the 1960s and 1970s or the postwar “Florida dream,” we
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have to make provisions with oral history projects in areas such as this that take into account that even
the history people believe is more inclined to be fantasy.
Let me pick on Florida for just a moment. Long before that mouse arrived in 1971 in the Kissimmee/St.
Cloud area near Orlando, Florida was considered a place with a landscape of fictionalized history. This
month, historians commemorate the 500th anniversary of the arrival of Juan Ponce de Leon, the
conquistador who QUOTE “discovered Florida” UNQUOTE, even though there are at least three maps in
existence from prior to 1513 that show evidence of the Florida Keys. One of the many versions of the
“Fountain of Youth” myth involves the supposed silhouette of a young woman in Wall Springs, near
Clearwater, in a place he never landed. Then there is Gasparilla, that annual pirate festival in Tampa to
remember the plundering and pillaging of Jose Gaspar, a pirate that never existed. Yet, books such as
this written about a character that never existed give the birth and death dates of a fictional character.
At one time, this book was considered non‐fiction: Before the 1990s, this book was classified as
“history” not “literature.” Finally, there is The Villages, a place near Leesburg and Ocala with a large
transplant population that was established with an entirely fake history as a marketing scheme. This age
segregated community grew from about 8000 residents in 2000 to 80,000 today. Children may visit, but
anyone under eighteen must be gone after a short visit. When false historical fables serve as a proud
foundation and a marketing tool, the mansion of history is little more than a deck of cards waiting to fall.
Yet, we as oral historians have a responsibility to record the history of those living in The Villages, even if
some of them accept a storyline that is more fantasy than fact.
In closing, let me also recommend that those of you placing your interviews on digital archives or
institutional repositories consider scanning and embedding the bitstreams of sensitive but irreplaceable
documents—such as deeds of gift—so that a digital version exists if anything ever happens to the
original. The USFSP Digital Archive has allowed my institution to capture and preserve many documents,
an important accomplishment since our beautiful library and its numerous glass windows sit along a
harbor in Tampa Bay in a hurricane zone.
[CLOSING SLIDE] Thank you for allowing me to share my comments. I would be happy to answer any
questions you may have.
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